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EDITOR'S NOTEBOOK
JOhnny, the ageless student who never
seems to be able to learn as much as adults
expect him to, is a familiar figure on the
educational scene. In the 1950s, we discov-
ered that Johnny couldn't read. In the 1960s.
Johnny wasn't learning science and math
fast enough, which is why the Russians got
to the moon first. In the 1970s,Johnny didn't
want to study foreign languages and he still
couldn't read. Now we discover that Johnny
can't even write. As U.S. News and World
Report recently informed its readers, "too
many students dangle participles, split infin-
itives and sprinkle commas around haphaz-
ardly. They also confuse their with there and
its with it's." Nor can these students "express
a point of view and defend it vigorously."
Even more alarmingly, these deficiencies fol-
low Johnny into adulthood: Time magazine
has learned that secretaries cannot spell and
that "MBAs with degrees from prestigious
colleges cannot write clear letters, memos or
reports. "
If we try to analyze this most current of
Johnny's educational scandals, it soon be-
comes clear that his critics have tossed
together a wide variety of complaints. Cor-
rect grammar and spelling, clarity and the
ability to sustain an argument are all asso-
ciated with good writing, but they are not
necessarily related to one another, nor are
they equally important. Although everyone
assumes that schools should produce good
writers, very few people bother to define or
analyze the term good. In fact, there is no
generally accepted standard for good writ-
ing: as students know very well, some teach-
ers will forgive a few grammatical errors if
they think you have something interesting to
say, while others will track down and expose
your everysentence fragment and misplaced
semicolon. The inevitable subjectivity of
individual readers makes matters worse;
studies have shown that the same student
essay will receive a wide range of grades
from different teachers even when these
teachers agree on evaluative criteria.
One reason for these difficulties is the fact
that each student writer is, however mod-
estly, creating something new. In other kinds
of learning, the student must duplicate what
others have already formulated: understand
what E = MC2 means, or why World War II
began when it did or how classical art differs
from romantic art. In special instances (some
essay exams), the writer is asked merely to
disgorge information. But in general, writ-
ing that merely duplicates what someone
else has already said is of no particular value,
especially since the invention of copying
machines. That is why freshman essays on
the pros and cons of capital punishment or
abortion are, unless the student has a strong
personal point of view, no.tably tedious both
to write and to read, and why so many
"research papers" are ultimately empty exer-
cises.
Modern theorists increasingly regard the
composing of essays not merely as a means
of recording what the writer already knows
but as a mode of learning in itself. In this
view, student writers should be actively
engaged in exploring a subject. In the course
of this exploration, they develop and modify
their opinions; they see the need to explain
the connections and relationships among
ideas -- in other words, they experience intel-
lectual growth.
While the concept of essay writing as a
mode of learning may not be applicable to
every field of study, it can be of great value
in psychology, political science, history, biol-
ogy, and obviously in the analysis of litera-
ture -- any subject in which the learner's
written response to what he or she has
learned can lead to deeper understanding
and even to speculative thinking.
Such an approach requires restraint on
the part of the teacher as well as active
engagement on the part of the student. If the
teacher has too rigid an expectation of what
the completed essay ought to be like, the
students will channel their energies into
imitating the model rather than trying to
discover what form emerges from working
out their own meaning.
The teacher who is convinced that writing
can be a mode of learning will emphasize the
ongoing process of composing, fully aware
that this process can be messy and exasperat-
ing, with many false starts and blind alleys.
Grammatical and mechanical correctness
will necessarily be less important than qual-
ity of thought.
This is not to say that students should stop
worrying about spelling and commas, or
that they should loftily ignore the difference
between there and their. But it is important
to distinguish between surface correctness
and those activities which are at the heart of
the composing process: testing and formu-
lating ideas, pursuing a line of reasoning,
exploring connections, imagining alterna-
tives. Proofreading, which follows the final
revision, is a necessary step but takes place
on an intellectual plane quite different from
that of composing itself.
If we regard writing not only as a tech-
nique for presenting what is already known,
but as a process of figuring out exactly what
we want to say, we will be in a better position
to judge whether Johnny can or cannot
write.
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